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The Contract 


Author's Notes: 
This was meant to be a Halloween fic, but as you can see it\'s kind of late. | wouldn\t really call it a 


Thanksgiving fic. Let\'s just say it\'s a bit like a Twilight Zone episode. 


The contract sat on the table between them. It looked very proper, very official in an old fashioned way, with 
curling edges and yellowing paper and a strange, rusty brown ink that Duff, try as he might, could not identify. 
He'd been peering at the thing for well over fifteen minutes, turning it this way and that, lips moving as he 
read some of the more outlandish passages under his breath. Every so often, he would shoot Axl a concerned 
look, then return to his perusal of the contract, head shaking minutely, eyes narrowed behind his wire frame 
glasses. Finally, he lifted his eyes and kept them on Axl. His fingers still smoothed the paper. 


"Do you see?" Axl demanded. He leaned forward and Duff leaned subtly back. "I've fixed it. All of itl" 


"Axl." Duff's fingers twitched towards the phone and he mastered them with obvious effort. "I'm still not sure 
what you're talking about" 


"You read the contract!" 


"Yes," Duff answered patiently. "Yes, but it doesn't make sense! There's all sort of.. ridiculous, esoteric 
nonsense in it! | mean, for God's sake, it lists the price as your ‘immortal soul. Don't you think that's a bit 


silly?" 


"No." Axl drummed his fingers against the desk. His left index finger, gashed across the pad, ached with the 


impact. "There are places in LA" 


"Axl, have you been sleeping well?" Duff seemed genuinely concerned, and Axl gritted his teeth in annoyance. 
He'd thought that of all people, Duff would grasp the importance of the contract. "What about your meds? The 
doctor told me that they started you on something new--" 


"Meds? What meds?" Axl leaned across the table and snatched up the contract, rolling it and stuffing it into 
his jacket. He didn’t like the way Duff was looking at him. There was pity in his friend's eyes, pity and a small 
glint of something nasty. Disdain? "Look, man, | don't think you're hearing me properly. | fixed all of our 
problems! Everything will be good again, like it was in the beginning.” 


There was an eerie desperation to his voice that even he could hear, and he wondered if maybe Duff was 

right, maybe he had gone mad. But he remembered He knew, clearly and without a doubt, that he sold his soul 
for one wish, to be named upon the signing - in blood - of the contract. He'd thought long and hard about the 
wish, pondered the best way to go about it, and he'd come up with only one real option His wish was made, his 


soul was sold. Now was when he found out whether it worked or not. 


"Duff, do you understand what I'm telling you?" Axl reached out and grasped Duff's wrist. Duff jerked back 
slightly, but held his peace, staring at Axl with a look of wary hope. "I've fixed it. I've fixed us" He sat back, 
triumphant. "I've made it so that Izzy never left the band." 


Silence falls. 


"Oh, Axl.." Duff's voice shattered like glass in the oppressive tenseness of the room. Axl shifted, suddenly 
worried. What was that tone in Duff's voice? Why did he sound sad and horrified and resigned all at the same 
time? Axl squirmed back, pushing himself against the chair, hand automatically going to the piece of paper in 
his pocket. Duff's eyes darted down, following the motion, and he grimaced. "They told us you were better. 
Slash said that you weren't, but | wanted to believe them so much that I.. fuck, I'm sorry.” 


"What are you talking about?" Axl fought against the rising panic in his chest. Something was wrong. Horribly, 
desperately wrong. "Duff?" Silence again, then Duff bowed his head. 


"Axl, Izzy never left the band in the first place. He.." Duff cleared his throat and looked away, and Axl knew 
what he was going to say next. He knew it the same way that he knew Izzy had left the band, the same way 
he knew that things had gone to shit, that Duff had nearly died, that he and Slash had gone off together to 
form a new band while he rotted, nothing better than a stale joke, recycled when things got boring. He knew it 


because it had happened, because it was true, but at the same time he knew it to be impossible. Duff sighed 
and steepled his fingers. 


"He died, Axl. Izzy died." 


EK 
Dead. 


Axl stumbled down the hall, disoriented and confused. It seemed as though he knew two things at once. He had 
never been in this house before. He had actually lived here for a month or two, way back in some distant, 
hazy time. There was an uneven patch on the wall from where he'd put a fist through it and Slash, instead of 
patching the wall, had simply papered over it. But he had never put his fist through that wall, there was no 
reason for him to put his fist through that wall. There, inside that room, nondescript now except for a shiny 
patch on the carpet. That had been his room, and he'd worn the carpet smooth on that spot, pacing back and 
forth. 


Axl stopped, braced his hands against the doorframe. The world spun nauseatingly around him, things that 
were and weren't, that might have been, things that he was sure were dreams one second and then was 
equally sure were reality the next. He hadn't expected to retain any of it, hadn't wanted to, but he'd started 
awake suddenly in a house that wasn't his with the contract laying neatly folded on his chest. He remembered 
everything, the drugs and the booze and the whores, Izzy leaving, and Slash and Duff and Matt, all of them 


deserting like rats on a sinking ship. He supposed he had been sinking. There were no hard feelings. 


That was why he'd run to Duff. He'd wanted to confirm, wanted to make sure he wasn't insane. It had all come 
pouring out, though he hadn't intended it to. He'd meant just to casually ask about Izzy, but the shock of 
seeing Duff, the flush of pleasure when Slash smiled at him - smiled - had been much too much. He couldn't 
for the life of him figure out what he'd expected Duff to say. Sure, Axl, he's just out buying groceries. He's in 
the basement playing pool with Slash, why don't you go say hil We're all having dinner tonight, remember? 


He crouched down on the floor and smoothed his hands across the patch of carpet. He remembered doing this. 
Sleepless night after sleepless right, wondering if it was true, wondering how he was going to keep going if it 
was. Duff and Slash and Matt taking turns knocking on the door, asking him to come out, begging him to eat 
something. Once, Matt slipped him a sleeping pill. ltd worked, and he'd asked for more, one every night so that 


he could curl up in bed and speed the hours by unconscious. 


He didn't take them, though. He hid them in his pillowcase, down in the corner, and then when the bulge got too 
unsightly, he layered them into a bottle of aspirin. They didn't know what was going on until Duff came in one 
night and found him sprawled out on the floor next to a jug of water and two tidy mountains of aspirin After 
his stomach was pumped and he was discharged from the hospital, they'd committed him. 


Axl's hand stilled on the carpet and his fingers shook. Committed? Surely not. But.. yes. Yes, he remembered. It 


was a nice place. Clean rooms, pink doctors dressed all in white, nurses with perfect hair and stern makeup. 


mister rose do you know why youre here its suicidal tendencies you tried fo kill yourself with sleeping pills do you 
feel guilty for Jeffrey's death we're here to help you work past that he's on suicide watch right now how long did 
you know Jeffrey you should be able fo visit him in two weeks time of course it all depends upon his progress fell 
me about Jeffrey mister rose the two of you were close weren't you the two of you grew up together tell me 
dd you know about his drug habit mister rose yes and yes and yes and yes and HS NAME IS NOT JEFFREY 


Axl realized that he was crying and he swiped the tears away so hard that his face stung. Yes, he 
remembered the doctors. Smug bastards, all of them. He remembered Duff coming to visit him, holding his 
hand, saying soothing things that he didn't hear. Matt visited as well, guilty, shuffling his feet. They'd been his 
sleeping pills. He felt responsible. Slash hadn't come for a long time, months, and when he did show up he was 


different, hesitant. He'd been in rehab, detoxing. He didn't want to die like Izzy. 


Slowly, Axl stood up. He could feel the contract in his pocket, thick and heavy, and his finger hurt from where 
he'd signed it. Numbly, he went into the bathroom and washed the cut off, bandaged it carefully. You never 
could be too careful, after all. It might get infected and then where would he be? 


There was a soft rapping on the door and Duff eased his head in. His face was creased with worry and Axl 
knew that if he didn't do something, Duff would call the doctors back in. He would tell them that Axl wasn't 
suicidal anymore, but that he'd started to build up delusions, that he was claiming deals with the devil. That he 
thought Izzy was still alive. 


"I'm sorry," he whispered. Duff didn't say anything. "| don't know what | was thinking. | guess... I'm still not 


completely well." 
"Have you been going to your therapy sessions?" 


"Yes." It might be a lie, Axl didn't know. The memories came in quick bursts, random and unpredictable. He could 
very well have been going to therapy, or he could have been blowing it off. The latter seemed more likely, but 
that wasn't what Duff needed to hear. "But | think | need to work it out myself." 


"Axl." Duff stepped fully into the room, shoulders slumped. It broke Axl's heart to see him like that, to know 
that that defeated posture was at least partially his fault. "I don't think you need to be on your own right 


now.. 
| won't do anything stupid, | promise" That, at least, was the truth. Maybe he really had tried to kill himself; 
the brutality of the memories was fading into a dreamy haze, and he was starting to doubt them now. He 


certainly wouldn't try it again. After all, Izzy wasn't truly dead. Something deep inside him knew that, and he 


clung to the conviction, determined to do something about it. 


"Yeah, but." Duff chewed at his lower lip and shook his head slowly. "I don't know, Axl. Maybe you should just 
stay here with us for a while. Get used to things again. Maybe we can play...” 


There was no more band. The knowledge of it hit him like a brick to the stomach, and he had to turn his face 
away quickly to hide his shock. When Izzy died, they'd tried to keep going, but it hadn't worked out. It felt 
empty without him, and strange, and even though they were supposed to be sharing this huge house and 
practicing and writing the new album together, it had just seemed like they were drifting further and further 
apart. Duff drank too much and Slash still shot up and when Matt wasn't coked up he was off with some 
woman, and then Axl tried to kill himself and it all fell apart. Duff still lived in the house. Slash sort of came 
and went, sobering up for three or four months and then sticking a needle back in his arm and disappearing for 
another month. 


"I. | don't think l'm ready for that," he stammered. Duff nodded, face crumpling into a pained grimace. He felt 
bad for bringing it up. Probably thought that he was pressuring Axl into picking up where he'd left off. Maybe 
it was a legitimate concern. Axl didn't think he could sing anymore unless he could look over and see Izzy. 


That's why he'd signed the contract in the first place. "I think | need to take a trip." 
"Not alone," Duff said immediately. 


"| have to." It was a sudden conviction, and one that made little sense to him. Then again, as confused as the 


world was now, he thought it best to listen to his instincts. "Duff, please." 
"You can't! What if you need something?" There was a pleading light in Duff's eyes, and Axl understood. It 
wasn't that Duff was worried about him, particularly, although of course he was. It was more than that, Duff 


wasn't ready to not be needed. As long as Axl was sick, he had a purpose, something to keep him going, 


something to get him out of bed in the morning. Pity tweaked Axl's heart, but he shook it off. 

"I have your phone number," he said firmly. Duff's shoulders slumped further. 

"Where are you going?" He couldn't even meet Axl's eyes, and if it hadn't been for the fact that Slash was 
here and thus would provide a distraction once he was gone, Axl might have broken down and invited Duff 

along. But as soon as the words fell from his lips, startling even him with their promptness, he knew it was 
something he had to do alone, guilt or no. 


"lim going back to Indiana." 

XE% 

Days pass, as they are wont to do. 

XE% 

Axl stood outside the motel and all around him rain pissed down in a steady drizzle that seemed to permeate 


every stitch of his clothing and every pore of his skin. 7RA VELERS RESTI, declared a blinking neon sign. And 


below it, Vacancies 


He checked his wallet for the fifth time, found the same amount of money there as before, and sighed. He 
wanted to turn around and go someplace else, find a hotel with room service and clean sheets. He could 
probably afford it for a day or two, and then Duff could wire him some more money, except that he had to 
do this on his own, no help from anyone, and besides this seemed like the right place. There was something 
about the sign, something about the awning that covered a cracked walkway to the lobby door. He'd been here 


before. The memories wouldn't come, but he knew it nonetheless. 


His shoes squished against the pavement and squelched across the lobby, and the girl behind the desk eyed 
him mistrusttully. Even though he knew how he must look - bags under his eyes, hair lank and tangled, clothes 
rumpled - the curl of her lip offended him. There had been a time when she would have followed him around 


begging for his attention Now, he wasn't even sure she recognized him. 
"| need a room." 


Ml bet you do, her eyes said. She got out a key, accepted his false name and address without blinking, and took 


his money. He stood for a moment, the key cold and heavy in his head, and the hotel lobby swam around him. 


im meeting someone here room three oh seven would you like me to call ahead and see if he's in ahh mister rose 
you've finally arrived i was beginning to think that you were having second thoughts now lets you and i sit down 
and discuss the details of our arrangement would you like something fo drink perhaps i understand this concerns 


your friend Jeffrey THAT IS NOT HS NAME 


"Christ, mister, okay." Axl focused slowly, fixing his eyes on the girl behind the counter. "It's not his name. No 
one said it was." She stared at him warily, possibly used to insane patrons but discomfited by them 
nonetheless. Axl cleared his throat, started to apologize, then simply turned and walked back into the rain 


There was nothing to say to the girl. She'd simply been witness to an awkward moment. 


Axl glanced down at the key in his hand, though he knew he didn't need to. Room 307, and he knew exactly 
where it was. He recalled setting up the meeting. There had been a man in a dove gray silk suit and he had 
smiled and nodded and said all the right things, and then suggested this place as a good halfway point, a nice 
neutral ground in which to sign the papers and start over. He remembered walking down this very sidewalk, 
remembered putting the key into the lock, remembered listening to the tumblers click. He pushed the door 


open. 
There was no one in the room. 


He paused at that for a moment, wondering why he'd expected someone to be there. His meeting had already 
taken place, his deal was done. It would have been far too easy had another man been waiting, immaculately 
dressed and holding out a pen, ready to make it all go away. He'd been hoping for that, wanting it to be easy 
the way doing the right thing seldom was. Slowly, he walked into the room. The door closed behind him with a 
click, but nothing leapt out, nothing manifested to scare him away. He wondered briefly why he'd been allowed 
to come back here, but turned away from that train of thought. It was pointless to scare himself into giving 


up. Duff would only continue to baby him and Izzy would still be dead, 


So he went about the business of settling in. His things were fetched, unpacked, and stowed. The room's 
complimentary coffee pot was set to brew four strong cups. The shower ran until it was nearly impossible to 
see through the steam. When he was satisfied with his preparations, Axl climbed into the shower. First he 
would rinse off the scum and grease, then he would down some caffeine, then he would figure out what the 


fuck to do next. 
It wasn't a good plan, but it was all he had. 


eR 


There was no sugar in the room. He thought about calling down to the front desk and demanding some, but 
there was no doubt in his mind that they would mix salt in with the sugar or spill it all over the floor and 


stomp on it before sending it down. It was that sort of hotel. He decided that he could do without. 


The coffee was hot and blacker than pitch and it burned his mouth when he drank it. Cursing softly, he set it 
on the bedside table and folded his hands in his lap. Now that he was here in Indiana, here in the hotel, in the 
very room.. he had no idea what to do next. It seemed like all of his instinct had been spent getting here. He 


was on his own now, no more random memories, no more gut feelings. It was up to him to figure out how to 


make this right. 
He stared at the wallpaper and drank some more coffee. 


It tasted strange, and he wondered if someone had put something in the coffee grounds, or if there was 
something wrong with the filter. It wasn't just bitter, it was acrid. Sharp, tingling, numbing. Axl scratched at his 
tongue and fought against a surge of panic. He couldn't feel it at all, not even when he pinched as hard as he 
could. His whole mouth had gone completely numb. So this was how they'd keep him from breaking contract.. 


Someone rapped on the door, short and staccato and very familiar. Axl stood up, then sat back down. A few 


seconds passed and the knock repeated 


"Come in." His voice was slightly garbled and he lifted a hand to his mouth to make sure he wasn't drooling. He 
felt his fingers passing over his lips and scraped his tongue again cautiously. The sensation was dim, far-away, 


but there. Maybe he'd been imagining the numbness. "It's not locked" 


"I know," Izzy answered, slipping in out of the rain. "I just thought it'd be more polite to knock, you know?" He 


toed off his shoes, shook out his jacket. Axl stared at him, then at the coffee. 
‘Christ. They fucking poisoned me." 
"Who, the kids running the lobby?" Izzy grinned easily and pulled up the only chair in the room. "Nah, they're 


good. You did freak that girl out, though, and she's determined not to answer if you try to call the desk. She 
probably will. In case you decide you do need something. She just likes to think that she won't 


"Am | dead?" Axl tucked his legs up beneath him and Izzy laughed softly, shook his head. "Then what are you 
doing here? Aren't you dead? Or was Duff lying to me?" Fury flashed through him, sudden and powerful. But 
why would Duff lie? 


"He wouldn't," Izzy said. "| am dead. Think of this as an intervention" It took Axl a second to realize that Izzy 
had answered his mental question instead of his spoken one, but Izzy didn't give him the opportunity to freak 
out. "They didn't want to let me do it; every life is the same to them, equally precious and equally disposable, 
and besides that there's the whole free will issue. You chose to sell your soul, they aren't gonna take that 


choice away from you. But | talked to them. | reasoned with them." 


"What did you say?" Axl asked, trying to puzzle out who exactly Izzy was talking about. Had he gone to Heaven 
or Hell? Was he dealing with angels or demons? He didn't ask, though, because he wasn't sure he wanted to 


know. 
"Well, first | pointed out that it wasn't exactly fair that | died because you were being selfish." 
"| wasn't!" 


"Oh Axl. Shut the fuck up." He didn't say it harshly, but there was an edge to his voice that made Axl's jaw 
snap shut. "You only wanted me back so that you could have your band, it had nothing to do with missing me. 
And as much as | appreciate the fact that you thought having me back would make it all better, | wish you 
had just picked up the phone and patched things up without involving demons and contracts." Axl could only sit 


in silence, unsure if what he was feeling was shame or rage. 


"Anyway, they didn't give a shit about fair or unfair. Like | said before, it's all the same to them. They 
appreciated that | died out of turn because of supernatural interference, but they weren't going to do anything 
about it. That would set an unfortunate precedent that they couldn't afford. Imagine what it would be like if 
they could just go around undoing contracts whenever they went wrong!" Izzy shook his head wonderingly, and 
Axl wrinkled his nose. Izzy had never talked this much when he was alive, and it was starting to annoy him. "It 


would be total chaos, Axl. That's simply not the way things work!" 
"Get to the point," he snapped, and Izzy smiled. 


"Calm down, my friend, I'm nearly there. They refused to undo your little contract, but they gave me 


permission to speak to the one who drew it up." 
"The man in the suit," Axl breathed. 


"The man in the suit," Izzy confirmed. "They put me in touch with him and we came to an agreement. There s 
a way to fix what you've done, Axl. There's a new contract, a new set of rules and stipulations. He'll void the 
first contract and waive payment of your soul if you sign a new contract. | brought it with me.." And for a 


moment, Izzy hesitated. Something familiar flashed in his dark eyes, something brittle and human. Axl seized 


the opportunity. 


"Wait." It was an order and Izzy responded immediately, going still. His hand was halfway to his pocket; slowly, it 
lowered until it rested in his lap again. "Why did you bring me back here? Why did he bring me here in the 
first place? Why Indiana?" 


Izzy hesitated for a second, then shook his head. "I don't know, Axl, | really don't." There was silence between 
them for a moment, then he spoke again. "Maybe he knew what would happen." And with this cryptic 
statement, Izzy reached out and grasped Axl's hand. Axl nearly wept. 


On some level, in some universe, Izzy was dead. He had known it just as certainly as he had known that Izzy 
was still alive, that there was still hope for them. But now, feeling the way Izzy's hand sat in his own, heavy 
and cold, he knew that it was over. He'd killed his best friend by trying to bring him back and he would simply 


have to pay the consequences. 


‘I'm sorry." And for the first time since he was a kid, he really genuinely meant it. He was sorry for what he'd 
done, sorry for the selfish way he'd gone about it. Izzy was right, he should have just picked up the phone and 
called. "You know I'll do anything to make it right. I'll sign the new contract. Anything you want, Izzy. l'm so 
fucking sorry...” 


| know you are," Izzy said simply, staring down at their twined fingers. Axl shifted uncomfortably, bit the 
inside of his cheek It hurt, but not as much as it should have. What the fuck had been in that coffee? "Listen, 
| don't have long here. I'm just supposed to come and talk you into signing the new contract. You already said 


yes and.. I've got some time left." 


"Um." Axl blinked. He wasn't entirely sure what Izzy was getting at, but he knew that he was expected to intuit 
something. Maybe there was a clue somewhere in his muddled memories, but it was impossible to retrieve 


them. They simply came and went, no rhyme or reason. "You wanna go get some dinner?" 
Izzy shook his head, then leaned forward and pressed a gentle kiss to Ax''s lips. 


eR 


They lay tangled on the bea, legs intertwined, hands alternately stroking down one another's bodies and stilling 
on some sensitive spot to tease out a soft gasp or a whispered plea Both were naked, though Axl didn't 
remember Izzy taking off any clothes. It had occurred to him that this might be a trick, that the man in the 
dove gray suit might be ensuring his damnation, but he didn't think so. Every so often, Izzy's long fingers 
would stroke across his shoulder, brush back his hair, and the sense memory triggered by those gestures 
convinced Axl that this was reall. If everything else was a lie, Izzy at least was the truth. 


Neither of them spoke. Occasionally Izzy's lips brushed Axl's jaw, tickled his neck, grazed across his ear, and his 
hands traced patterns across Axt's belly. It was light at first, exploratory, and Axl relaxed back against the 


bed, pushed himself into Izzy's touch, moaned and cooed and shot Izzy warm glances, inviting him to go 


further. He didn't understand this any more than he'd understood anything else, but it felt right. It was 


instinct, just like coming to Indiana, checking into this hotel, waiting in this room. 


His legs spread under careful pressure from Izzy's hands and he rolled his head back, squeezing his eyes shut. 
Callused fingers danced down his prick, teasing eager sobs from his throat, and he couldn't help but wonder 
what it would have been like if he'd known. The way Izzy touched him, the deliberate patterns his hands 
described against Axl's pale skin, spoke of a long denied desire. Axl supposed he had always suspected, had even 
gone so far as to acknowledge Izzy's need once or twice, but he had never entertained the notion of giving in, 


never even dreamed of spreading his legs and begging his friend to touch. 


Something slipped inside him, wraithlike, and it took Axl a moment to realize that it was a finger. There was 
very little sensation apart from gentle pressure, and he opened his eyes slowly, lips forming a question that 
they never got to ask. Izzy was losing form, going ghostly around the edges, all the colors of him bleeding off 


into the atmosphere like coils of smoke. 


"Christ, Izzy, what's happening to you?" he breathed. Izzy shook his head and the pressure increased. Two 
fingers. "They're taking you back aren't they? Aren't they?" The anger and sorrow in Izzy's eyes was answer 
enough. His time had run out, or else they had seen what he planned and were putting a stop to it. 


Izzy pulled back and smiled sadly, then pointed across the room. There, next to the cheap television, lay a 
bundle of paper. The new contract. Axl bit his lip and stood, aching and shivering and confused, not wanting to 
turn away from Izzy for fear that he'd be completely gone by the time he turned back. So he shuffled across 
the room, eyes glued to Izzy's, trembling on the verge of exhausted, frustrated tears. The contract was heavy 
in his hands and his fingertip already ached. 


Izzy's rapidly disappearing form slipped from the bed, glided across the room. Every movement stole away 
more of his body, and by the time he reached Axl, he was little more than an outline. Ghostly lips brushed 


Axls cheek, leaving a fine mist behind, and before he vanished completely, Izzy mouthed a warning. 
Don't sign the contract. 


Axl started awake on the bed, gasping fit to burst, and pressed a hand against his pounding heart. There was a 
strange taste in his mouth, stale and dusty, and as he stood up he grasped the coffee pot. Its contents swirled 
down the sink drain and Axl peered inside, wrinkling his nose in distaste at the bits of sickly gray growth that 
still clung to the inside of the pot. Mold, probably. He spat into the sink and scraped his tongue and, satisfied 


that his mouth wasn't numb any longer, he proceeded back into the bedroom. 


He didn't see the bundle of paper at first, going so far as to brush it aside in a vain attempt to find the 
television remote. It was only after the third time he pushed it out of his way that he realized what it was 
and, in quick succession, realized that he was stark naked, painfully hard, and more alone than he had ever been 


in his entire life. 


Axl collapsed bonelessly to the floor, staring at his hands. Had it really happened or had he been tripping balls 


on some kind of psychedelic mold in the coffee pot? Had Izzy really come to him, talked to him, touched him? 
Had he really provided a fresh contract and then ordered Axl not to sign it? 


Confused and desperately homesick, Axl reached up and closed his fingers around the thick bundle of papers. It 
took him the better part of an hour to read it all the way through, to process and weigh the things that it 

said, the prices that it demanded. His hands shook as he laid it all out on the floor. Don’t sign the contract, lzzy 
had warned, and Axl understood why. It was a higher price than he was willing to pay, a higher price than Izzy 


would ask of him. 


Axl stood, paced through the room. He couldn't do it. He wouldnt do it. Izzy was his best friend, the only person 
who knew him, but he couldn't. Biting his lips against the meltdown building inside of him, he got dressed and 
packed his things. He would go back to Duff and Slash. He would take his medicine and he would go to therapy 
and he would force himself through life and eventually those memories of the other reality would fade, as 
would the memories of this hotel room and the contracts and the man in the dove gray suit and Izzy's ghost. 
He'd just leave the contract here for the cleaning lady, and next time she collected the trash, it would all be 


taken care of. 
He made it all the way out to the car before he noticed his reflection. 


Staring at him from between the droplets of rain that streaked their way down the window was his own 
familiar face. He did look like shit, so tired and wan that he was surprised he could keep his feet underneath 
them. He considered going back into the room and sleeping for the better part of a day before attempting to 
drive, but as he turned his head to regard the hotel, tracers like steam coiled away from his cheek. Exactly 
like the ones that had melted away from Izzy's body, the tendrils curled and rose, oblivious to the rain. Axl 
wondered if he, too, was dying, then remembered that last kiss. His hand drifted down to the pocket of his 
jeans, stroked the outline of his pocketknife. 


He signed his name and the blood had scarcely dried on the paper when it all changed again 


KK 
He's lived in Indiana his entire life. 


Maybe its not a good place to be, and lord knows his life hasn't been easy. Both of his parents are dead, 
Mama first and Daddy two years after her. He isn't sorry and didn't go to either funeral, but he chalks it up 
on his mental scoreboard as a tragedy and when he talks about them his voice trembles a little. He's even less 
upset that his bitch wife left him, though he uses that to feel sorry for himself as well and to isolate himself 
from the rest of the town 


There are only two people in his life that he misses. His daughter, a laughing little red-head named Michelle 
that his whore ex stole away when she left, and his best friend Jeffrey. He's got pictures of the two of them 


in his wallet and he's never showed them to anyone. They're there strictly for him, his own two angels. 


He doesn't know where Michelle is. Probably with his stinking inbred in-laws while the wife cries on her 
mother's shoulder about how she "had to leave", how he was cruel to her, how he'd slapped her across the 
face and thrown her against the wall and called her a dumb whore. It still pisses him off to think of it, but he 
isn't remorseful. She is a whore and she is stupid and she should have known better than to throw Jeffrey in 


his face when they were arguing. She just should have known. 


why can't you just forget about him billy you have a family here you have a fucking baby quit drinking and pining 
over that piece of trash he fucking left you didn’t he and he hasnt even called you since he got to california can't 
you just be happy with us the baby loves you she needs a daddy billy are you even fucking listening to me billy 
fucking pay attention when im talking fo you or are you too busy thinking about Jeff what are you billy some kind 
of fucking faggot or something did Jeff run away because youre a faggot did he stick his fingers in you and run 
away billy DID HE 


The bitch deserved what she got, but he misses his daughter. Sweet little thing. Always smiling at him, always 
grabbing his finger with her little baby hands. He thinks about her a lot, but not as much as he thinks about 
Jeff. 


Once or twice he's entertained the notion of going to find Jeff. Of just packing it all up and driving out to LA 
and knocking on Jeff's door. He doesn't know that it would make things any better; probably Jeff would let him 
stay for a week and then send him back out to the trailer park. Jeff is a busy guy, after all. Last time they 
talked, he'd mentioned getting a band together. He always was the talented one. 


That isn't the only thing that's stopping him, though. 


He has nightmares sometimes. In them, he goes to LA and finds Jeff and joins his band. They become famous. 
He's a celebrity. He has money and women and drugs and anything that he wants. People love him. People want 
to be him. He's with his friends and he's on top of the world and just when he thinks that this dream will be 
different, it all turns ugly. They die off one by one. Heroin and alcohol and sickness and debts and the next 
record doesn't sell and Jeff has been gone for years and it's just him and he's scrambling to figure out what 
the fuck is going on, scrambling to make some sense of it and then he leaves a show halfway through the set 


and there's a man backstage in a dove gray suit who offers to make it all go away.. 


He always wakes up from those dreams panting and sweating, terrified that he's done something wrong. He 
knows he has to stay here, although he couldn't tell anyone how he knows. It's just that whenever he thinks 
about LA, whenever he thinks about escaping, that dream flashes through his mind and the tip of his index 
finger aches like he's cut it and there's the deep conviction that if he packs up and walks off he'll be breaking 


a promise that he doesn't even remember making. 


So he stays in Indiana. Its where he belongs. LA is Jeff's city, and all the luck in the world to him. At least one 


of them made it out alive. 


eR 


One day, someone knocks on the door. 


eR 


Jeff looks amazing. His hair is longer now and his eyes sparkle with intelligence and excitement. Billy feels ugly 
next to him, dull and pale and hollow-eyed from the oppressive weight of his life. Jeff is calling himself Izzy 
now, Izzy Stradlin, and he obviously likes the way the name rolls off of his tongue because every time he says 
it the corners of his mouth quirk up and he looks to Billy for approval. 


All Billy wants to do is grab his face and kiss him and tell him never to leave again 


They have coffee out on the porch and Izzy tells him all about his new friends. Duff, this tall kid from Seattle 
who thinks that Sid Vicious was the best bass player in the world, even though he couldn't play a lick. Slash, 
whose mom worked for David Bowie and who can play the guitar as easy as he breathes. Steven, who 
introduced them all and is already living like a rockstar even though they haven't recorded a demo yet. Izzy 


seems happy, enthusiastic, like he knows they're going to make it. 


‘Sounds great," Billy offers. He hasn't told Izzy about his wife and daughter. Izzy left before they came along 
and they fell out of touch before Michelle was born. Billy isn't sure he wants to bring it up. It might ruin the 


mood. 


"It is great. LA is an amazing city." Izzy leans over, rests a hand against Billy's wrist and squeezes. Tendrils of 
mist seem to rise up where their skin touches and Billy remembers a hotel and a man in a suit and a contract 


written in rusty ink "You should come back with me." 

"| can't..." 

"Why not? What's holding you here?" Billy bites his lip and squirms and remembers an asylum and a tall blonde 
guy with worried brown eyes and a worn out patch of carpet. Izzy's hand tightens on his wrist and Billy looks 
up. There's a hunger in his eyes, a promise. 

Billy remembers ghost-fingers pushing up inside him, holding him open. 

"You don't understand." But he does. He understands perfectly now, with a clarity that astonishes him. He can't 
go to LA because he promised. To save Izzy's life, he promised and he signed the contract in blood, agreeing to 
stay in Indiana for the entirety of his natural life. "| can't go. Anywhere." 


"Yes. You can." 


He signed the contract W. Axl Rose. His hand moves, tracing the letters against his thigh, and the thin white 
scar on the pad of his index finger burns like unholy fire. He promised and as much as he wants to leave this 


squalid place, as much as he knows he belongs in LA, he'll stay here. For Izzy's sake. 


Izzy's hand closes over his own, stilling it, squeezing him gently, and Axl wonders how he's going to go back to 
life in Indiana now that he knows. "You don't understand," he repeats helplessly. 


| understand completely," Izzy whispers. "I told you not to do it, but you did. | owe you everything." Axl's head 
snaps up and he stares, eyes wide. Told him not to do it? He looks down at Izzy's hand and bites his lip so hard 
that it bleeds. "Go. Pack your things. You're coming home with me, Axl." 


And numbly he stands up, shuffling into the house to pack his life into a duffel bag. Izzy follows him in after a 
few minutes and stands, watching him, a welcome smile on his lean face. Axl knows what that smile means and 
he feels that wraith-touch deep inside him and he shivers, wondering if every incarnation of Izzy will look at 


him with that same slow, simmering hunger. 


"Hurry, we don't want to be driving too late," Izzy murmurs, and Axl nods, swallowing back bile and trying not 


to look at the simple brown band-aid circling Izzy's index finger. 


